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Abstract 
Virginia Woolf, without any conventional education, becomes one of the most 
distinguished modernists during her time. The Bloomsbury Group plays a crucial part in her 
literary life. Mrs. Dalloway is considered Woolf’s first known and representative 
stream-of-consciousness novel, while The Waves is in the literary field regarded as 
Woolf’s most formally and thematically experimental novel. By examining the 
Bloomsbury Group’s emphasis on anti-tradition and artistic innovation in form, this thesis 
aims to survey how Woolf’s modernist vision of art is closely connected to the Bloomsbury 
Group and how her strenuous experimentation in Mrs. Dalloway and The Waves finally 
enables her to transcend the Bloomsbury Group, and also explore through the textual 
analysis of the two novels how modernist fiction reveals modern people’s inner 
consciousness and their inherently connected but alienated relationship. 
This thesis includes three chapters besides an introduction and a conclusion. The 
introduction presents a general survey of Virginia Woolf and her major works, and 
discusses modernism and the Bloomsbury Group in general. Chapter One discusses the 
influence of the Bloomsbury Group on Woolf. In this chapter, the Bloomsbury’s 
anti-tradition and emphasis on art forms are detailedly discussed. Chapter Two 
analyzes Woolfian modernism in Mrs. Dalloway, in which Woolf firstly applies the 
notion of “moments of being” from Clive Bell and, in order to perfect the form of the 
novel and present the characters’ inner consciousness, Woolf employs the “spider’s 
web” structure, “tunnelling process” and multiple stream of consciousness. Chapter 
Three analyzes the progression of Woolfian modernism in The Waves, where on the 
basis of Impersonality Theory, she produces instances of stream of consciousness and 
symphonic structure, so that her characters serve as symbols of human beings in 
general and Woolf’s concern thus becomes universal.  
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the fictional form and innovation of the writing techniques are closely connected with 
the Bloomsbury Group. Her experimentation of modern techniques reveals the 
complexity and richness of modern man’s inner consciousness, their indifferent but 
inherently interconnected relationship, as well as making her transcend the 
Bloomsbury Group.  
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Woolf’s major novels were Mrs. Dalloway, To the Lighthouse and The Waves, 
with which she established herself as one of the leading writers of modernism. 
Modernism covered the period from 1918 to 1945 when different theories and ideas 
flourished. The Bloomsbury Group was one of the most influential groups in the 
literary field from 1904 to WWII, and included elitists such as G. E. Moore, Roger Fry 
and students from Cambridge University. Woolf’s artistic vision was closely 
connected with Moore’s vision of the world and Fry’s post-impressionistic theories on 
painting and art. Based on the avant-garde ideas, Woolf in her life spared no efforts in 
experimenting with and practicing the Bloomsbury Group’s artistic vision in the 
modern novels. Many of the new characteristics in modern fiction are attributed to 
Woolf’s strenuous experimentation, such as spider’s web structure, multiplicity of 
stream of consciousness and Impersonality Theory applied in Mrs. Dalloway and The 
Waves.  
Mrs. Dalloway, published in 1925, is Woolf’s first known and representative 
stream-of-consciousness novel. Created on the basis of her two previous short stories, 
“Mrs. Dalloway in Bond Street” and “The Prime Minister”, the novel begins with Mrs 
Dalloway going outside to buy flowers for her party to be held that evening and closes 
with the symbolic opening and ending of the party. Unifying the whole is Clarissa 
Dalloway’s consciousness, which brings out Peter Walsh, her homosexual lover Sally 
and Septimus Warren Smith. From her old lover Peter’s perspective Clarissa’s 
character and whole life are portrayed, while Septimus is a mad veteran, reflecting the 
dark side of Clarissa’s mind and thoughts. According to Woolf, this book intends to 
criticize the social system, and it is “a study of that world from the dual perspective of 
sanity and insanity” (Woolf, 2003: 3). In this novel, Woolf creates and applies many 
new modern writing techniques, such as “moments of being,” juxtaposition of 















direct and indirect connection with the Bloomsbury Group and reflect the change in 
the form and focus of the traditional novel.   
The Waves, published in 1931, is Woolf’s most formally and thematically 
experimental novel, and according to Leonard Woolf, this book is his wife’s best 
accomplished novel (qtd. in Sellers, 2000: 63). The Waves portrays six characters’ 
whole life process from childhood to death: Bernard, Susan, Rhoda, Jinny, Louis and 
Neville, including three men and three women. In this novel, Woolf explores sensory, 
spiritual and sexualized aspects of life in the characters’ timeless actions, thoughts and 
emotions. As Woolf says, “my difficulty is that I am writing to a rhythm and not to a 
plot, though the rhythmical is more natural to me than the narrative, as it is 
completely opposed to the tradition of fiction” (Woolf, 2005: 2). In The Waves, Woolf 
makes uttermost efforts to experiment with new methods and techniques to show the 
characters’ consciousness and successfully achieves the combination of fiction and 
poetry in one novel.  
As Mrs. Dalloway is Woolf’s first well-known and successful book, while The 
Waves is her most accomplished and complicated novel marked with a combination of 
new modernist writing techniques, my thesis chooses the two representative books in 
Woolf’s different writing phases to show the influence of the Bloomsbury Group’s 
artistic vision on the two works and the maturity and transcendence of Woolf’s 
writing over the group to explore the richness of common people’s mind in modern 
society and their complex interconnected relationship. To understand Woolf and her 
experimentation of innovative techniques better, we need to examine the larger 
modern social and cultural background in the first decades of the 20th century.  
According to Lewis, modernism in Europe refers to the radical aesthetic and 
cultural shift in taste and practice of art and painting as well as in the change of 
people’s value from 1918 to 1945. The first half of the 19th century in Europe is 
marked by a number of wars and revolutions, which contributes to an aesthetic 
“turning away” from the realities of political and social fragmentation. Political 
turmoil during this period brings about revolutionary ideologies; science undergoes 















atomic and subatomic level and Quantum Mechanics increases the accuracy of 
measurement quantity. All of these revolutions give birth to the sense that 
contemporary civilization has no center or value, and cause the shift from the closed, 
finite society of the 19th century to an open, relativistic and changing society.  
Modernism embraces a lot of artistic innovations mainly in the field of writing 
and painting, such as Cubism, Dadaism, Surrealism and Futurism. Compared with the 
pre-modern world, modernists focus on the chaos of the world and apply different 
techniques to reveal people’s suffering from loss of faith. “Whereas Realism 
emphasizes absolutism, and believes that a single reality can be determined through 
the observation of nature, modernism argues for cultural relativism, and believes that 
people make their own meaning in the world” (Lukacs, 1972: 53).  
Modern literature has many characteristics, one of the salient among which is 
the emphasis on the characters’ self-consciousness. In other words, the modern novel 
cares more about the characters’ inner heart instead of the outside world compared 
with realistic literature, which often leads to the change of form and concern of the 
novel and the writer’s experimentation with new techniques. The second characteristic 
of modernism is exhibiting perspectivism. Meaning comes from the individual’s 
perspective and is thus independent and personalized and the same story is told from 
the perspectives of several different people, so inner psychological reality and 
character are represented. Also, modernism emphasizes the experimental, so people’s 
experiences are usually portrayed as layered, allusive, and discontinuous with 
fragmentation and juxtaposition. As for language and form, modern literature no 
longer considers language as transparent but holds that an individual constructs reality 
and that language is imbued with multiple meanings and varied connotative forces. 
The writers believe that art is an artifact about people’s experience rather than reality, 
so novels are usually organized non-sequentially. Under this tremendous change in art 
and literature, different theories on art emerge and flourish. One of the most 
avant-garde and influential groups is the Bloomsbury Group. 















studied near Bloomsbury, England. Its best known members were Roger Fry, E. M. 
Forster, Virginia Woolf, Lytton Strachey and Clive Bell. In the first half of the 
twentieth century, these members gathered once or twice a week at the Stephens’ 
home in Bloomsbury. They did not hold formal discussions on particular topics, but 
talked about a range of topics at all times. They were known for their unconventional 
artistic vision and new theories of art. Because of the new social atmosphere and 
continuous revolution, this group successfully cultivated a direct and deep resentment 
for the traditional Victorian novels and tended to develop new aesthetics norms. They 
focused on form and people’s inner heart, which deeply influenced modern attitudes 
towards aesthetics and literary criticism.  
The Bloomsbury Group was not a large formal literary group but a group 
loosely composed of philosophers, artists and writers, most of whom were connected 
to Cambridge University and had their own specific artistic fields, so critics usually 
use different standards to judge the group. According to Oxford Concise Dictionary of 
Art and Artists, the group mainly focused on painting, so the rarely known painter 
Henry Lamb was also included in the group. Some scholars held a different notion 
that it was mainly a literary group, so Lowes Dickinson, William Butler Yeats and 
Henry James were considered important figures in the group. No matter how the 
group was considered and judged, in the field of literature Woolf was undoubtedly the 
most important member of the group and benefited from her association with the 
group.  
In the Bloomsbury Group, because of different interests and artistic concerns 
among the members, there were a series of academic clubs, such as the Memoir club, 
the Friday club and Omega workshop, most of which were informal and embraced the 
contemporary new ideas. Woolf was among one of the leading members of the 
Bloomsbury Group and took an active part in most of the clubs. Woolf’s letter reads, 
“I tell Clive. Clive’s back; Nessa departing, & I worrying about my clothes & how 
Roger last night upset me by saying that Nessa finds fault with my temper behind my 
back. Then … rather like Eliot to look at… Waiting for L. to come back from chess 















the other members of the Bloomsbury Group. She exchanged her ideas with the other 
artists and elitists and gradually formed her comprehensive artistic vision while 
experimenting in Mrs. Dalloway and The Waves.  
Based on the elitistic tradition and novel innovation, the group has obtained 
many features: freedom in thoughts, innovation of art vision and Cambridge elitist 
aestheticism. Woolf is among one of the artists who advocates new artistic norms and 
the pioneers who experiments with these ideas in her literary practice. Woolf’s 
particular application of “moments of being” in Mrs. Dalloway and the “spider’s web 
structure” in her stream-of-consciousness novels are largely indebted to the innovative 
notion of the Bloomsbury Group. Later, after many years of continuous discussion 
with the group and strenuous experimentation, Woolf successfully blends poetry with 
fiction and creates new writing techniques and norms such as the symphonic structure 
in The Waves.  
Virginia Woolf strongly opposes traditional novel techniques and their  
representation in contemporary English literature. In her essay “Modern Fiction”, 
Woolf claims that there is no progression in literature: “in the course of the centuries, 
though we had learnt much about making machines, we did not come to write better” 
(Woolf, 2006: 122). Compared with the other modernists, Woolf’s modernism is in a 
large sense characterized by her involvement with the Bloomsbury Group and her 
practice of the group’s artistic vision. First of all, influenced by Fry’s 
Post-Impressionist theory and emphasis on art form, Woolf takes great pains to create 
writing techniques to achieve the structural and formal unity, so one of the most 
typical characteristics of Woolf’s modernism is usually the use of symbols and threads 
to achieve the structural and contextual unity of the novel. “Roger comes to believe 
that the constant in art is form, and I firmly believe that a fine work of art is 
inseparable from formal design” (Woolf, 1984: 29). Secondly, since Woolf is very 
ambitious and innovative, she tends to explore and expose her characters thoroughly 
by her own creative techniques such as narrator mediation, free indirect style and 
juxtaposition to present the characters’ multiple-layered consciousness and their value 















what Woolf is usually concerned about are the common people and their events and 
affairs around her. “I mainly care about the people around me, the things that might 
happen every day” (Woolf, 1933: 26), and the Bloomsbury Group provides abundant 
resources and inspiration for her.  
In her whole life, Woolf makes uttermost efforts to practice these ideas and 
experiment in writing novels. Roger Fry’s post-impressionism lays the foundation for 
her to innovate form and writing techniques in the modern novel. G. E. Moore’s 
Principia Ethica emphasizes that morality is indefinable and uncertain, which offers 
Woolf freedom and bravery to create new writing techniques. According to Bell, if it 
is the men in the Bloomsbury Group who have the new ideas on art, it is Woolf who 
practices them in real art creation, and who goes the furthest at experimenting with 
the new ideas. When Woolf was alive, abundant research was done on her, before 
examining the Bloomsbury Group’s influence on her and her experimentation of 
techniques to achieve the literary accomplishments of modernism, a general summary 
of the recent study on Woolf in China and abroad is provided.  
According to J. Goldman in Dundee University in his book The Cambridge 
Introduction to Virginia Woolf, Woolf criticism in the Western world generally goes 
through the following stages: the study of her impressionism and narrative techniques 
in the 1940s; the study of philosophy, psychology, and mythology in her works in the 
1950s and 1960s; in the 1970s and 1980s, the study of feminism, androgyny, 
modernism and gender politics in her novels; and in the 1990s and up to the present 
scholars show interest in feminism, post-colonialism and historicism in her narratives.  
In recent China, for several reasons, Woolf studies do not flourish and not many 
scholars get down to doing research on Woolf systematically. The famous Woolf critic 
Qu Shijing contributes a lot to Woolf studies in China. His research mainly focuses on 
the stream of consciousness in Woolf’s fiction, as well as comparison of the use of 
stream of consciousness in different writers’ works. In his Study of Virginia Woolf, he 
analyzes Woolf’s writing techniques and discusses how she successfully abandons the 
traditional narrative methods and creates a new form of modern novel to show her 
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